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THE ETHICS OF READING 
MarkMoes 
Aristotle's treatise the Nichomachean Ethics is a companion volume to another 
treatise, the Politics. In its opening pages, Aristotle claims that there is an ultimate 
goal for the sake of which people do what they do ( 1 094a17 -22), and that this goal is 
the same for a community as for an individual (1094b7-8). These claims have often 
been rejected in the context of a liberal modernity, which on the one hand prides 
itself on pluralism about what is good and, on the other hand, separates what it takes 
to be the public realm of politics from what it takes to be the private realm of morality. 
Nevertheless, the claims derive some support from the common observation that 
most people, at least at certain crucial junctures in their lives, ask themselves 
questions such as, "what is to be the shape or pattern of my life as a whole?" or 
"what do I want to do with my life as a whole before I die?" or "given what I have 
done so far, what ought I do to prepare for what is to come next, and how can 1 
complete what I have done so far?" They find such questions difficult or impossible to 
answer without taking into account the goals of the communities (families, countries, 
churches) to which they belong. 
But Aristotle does not suppose that either individuals or communities can ever 
perfectly understand or articulate their ultimate goals, let alone perfectly understand 
them from the first moment when they begin to deliberate. Rather, he says that one 
of the most important things agents aim at when they deliberate is the improvement 
of their grasp of what their ultimate goals are. Agents can only improve that grasp, 
he suggests, by inquiring into the lives of other individuals and other communities, so 
as to learn by induction from the experience of other members of the race. He says 
that, in order to live well, individuals ought to live lives which embody an ongoing 
inquiry into the good for communities and for individuals (1 094a23-26). This is is a 
very interesting claim and one startling to some modern ears. How can one learn 
about one's own good and one's own happiness by studying the lives of others? 
Note that the claim does not presuppose what much contemporary liberal writing on 
ethics and politics presupposes; namely, that the human good is irreducibly plural 
and relative to the culture or community in which it is sought. It presupposes, rather, 
that persons in a given context can learn about what really is good for themselves by 
studying other persons and communities. That is to say, the view relies on an 
assumption that there is a common human nature, no matter how many and various 
(and beautiful and non-interchangeable) the individual and social exemplifications of 
that common nature may be. Note secondly that, if Aristotle's advice is sound, then 
each particular human life is in one of its key aspects a quest for a deeper 
understanding of the human good, as well as a quest for a better embodiment of that 
good as it can be embodied in that life. If Aristotle is correct, then among the most 
important deliberations we make as humans are deliberations about how to get 
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S u p p o s i n g  t h a t  A r i s t o t l e  i s  r i g h t  i n  c h a r a c t e r i z i n g  a  h u m a n  l i f e  a s  a n  o n g o i n g  
e m b o d i e d  i n q u i r y  i n t o  w h a t  i t s  o w n  u l t i m a t e  g o a l  i s ,  a n  i n q u i r y  w h i c h  g r a d u a l l y  
t r a n s f o r m s  i t s e l f  i n  a c c o r d a n c e  w i t h  w h a t  t h e  i n q u i r e r  c o m e s  t o  a p p r e h e n d  t h r o u g h  
t h a t  i n q u i r y ,  a n d  s u p p o s i n g  t h a t  A r i s t o t l e  i s  r i g h t  i n  s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a n  
o b j e c t i v e  u n i v e r s a l  h u m a n  n a t u r e  c o m m o n  t o  t h e  t r e m e n d o u s  v a r i e t y  o f  i t s  p a r t i c u l a r  
e x e m p l i f i c a t i o n s ,  w h a t  f o l l o w s  a b o u t  e t h i c s ?  L e t  m e  l i s t  a  n u m b e r  o f  t h i n g s .  ( 1 )  E a c h  
o f  o u r  l i v e s  h a s  t h e  f o r m  o f  a  s t o r y  o r  n a r r a t i v e  w h o s e  p l o t  i s  i m p o r t a n t l y  d e f i n e d  b y  
t h e  d e g r e e  t o  w h i c h  v a r i o u s  a c t i o n s  m a k e  u s  m o r e  b l i n d  t o  o r  m o r e  a p p r e h e n d i n g  o f  
o u r  t r u e  g o o d  ( t h i s  i s  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  t h e  v i e w  o f  m a n y  c o n t e m p o r a r y  p o s t - N i e t z s c h e a n  
l i t e r a r y  t h e o r i s t s  w h o  m a i n t a i n  t h a t  n a r r a t i v e  f o r m  i s  s o m e t h i n g  i m p o s e d  o n  t o t a l l y  
c h a o t i c  m a t e r i a l s  i n  a n  a c t  o f  s h e e r  o r i g i n a t i v e  c r e a t i v i t y  b y  t h e  l i t e r a r y  a r t i s t  o r  t h e  
l i f e s t y l e  a r t i s t ) .  ( 2 )  C o n c r e t e  h u m a n  l i v e s  c a n  e m b o d y  r e p e a t a b l e  a n d  u n i v e r s a l  
n a r r a t i v e  p a t t e r n s ,  p a t t e r n s  r e a l l y  e x e m p l i f i e d  i n  l i v e s  w h i c h ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  a r e ,  i n  
r e s p e c t  t o  t h e  c o n s t e l l a t i o n  o f  a l l  t h e  p a t t e r n s  e x e m p l i f i e d  i n  t h e m ,  u n i q u e  a n d  
i n c o m p a r a b l e .  ( 3 )  A l l  t h e  h a p p y  e n d i n g s  o f  s u c h  s t o r i e s  s h a r e  a  t y p e  o f  h a p p y  e n d i n g  
w h i c h  i s  a l w a y s  t h e  s a m e ,  w h i l e  t h e  u n h a p p y  e n d i n g s  a r e  i n f i n i t e l y  v a r i o u s .  ( 4 )  I n  
e n a c t i n g  a  l i f e  s t o r y ,  p e r s o n s  m u s t  c o m e  t o  d i s c o v e r  a n d  t o  e m b o d y  ( o r  n o t )  t h e  
s h a p e  o f  g o o d n e s s  i n  t h e i r  l i v e s  f o r  t h e m s e l v e s  ( n o b o d y  e l s e  c a n  d o  t h i s  f o r  t h e m ) .  
( 5 )  F o r  t h e  p u r p o s e  o f  l e a r n i n g  u n i v e r s a l  l e s s o n s  a b o u t  r e c u r r e n t  a n d  g e n e r a l  
p a t t e r n s  i n  h u m a n  l i f e ,  e v e r y o n e  w o u l d  d o  w e l l  t o  r e a d  t w o  k i n d s  o f  c l a s s i c  t e x t :  ( a )  
m a s t e r w o r k s  f r o m  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  e t h i c s ,  a n d  ( b )  s t o r i e s  t h a t  h a v e  b e e n  u n i v e r s a l l y  
a c c l a i m e d  a s  e m b o d y i n g  t r u t h  a b o u t  h u m a n  c h a r a c t e r .  I n  w h a t  f o l l o w s  I  s h a l l  f o c u s  
o n  ( 4 )  a n d  ( 5 ) .  
H o w  i s  i t  t h a t  i n  r e a d i n g  t h e  b e s t  b o o k s  i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  e t h i c s  r e a d e r s  c a n  a n d  
m u s t  c o m e  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  a n d  t o  d i s c o v e r  f o r  t h e m s e l v e s  w h a t  h u m a n  g o o d n e s s  i s ?  
I t  i s  a  s t r i k i n g  f a c t  t h a t  m a n y  o f  t h e  W e s t e r n  c l a s s i c  t e x t s  c o n c e r n i n g  e t h i c s  a n d  g o o d  
l i v i n g  a r e  i n t e n t i o n a l l y  u n f i n i s h e d  w o r k s  w h i c h  a r e  c o n s t r u c t e d  i n  s u c h  a  w a y  a s  t o  
d r a w  s t u d e n t s  i n t o  a c t i v e  i n q u i r y  a n d  i n t o  s e l f - i n v o l v i n g  i n t e r a c t i o n  w i t h  t h e m .  
C o n s i d e r  s o m e  w o r k s  o f  P l a t o ,  A r i s t o t l e ,  a n d  T h o m a s  A q u i n a s .  A t  t h e  e n d  o f  m a n y  o f  
h i s  d i a l o g u e s  P l a t o  l e a v e s  h i n t s  t h a t  t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  s o  f a r  d e p i c t e d  a r e  t o  b e  
c o n t i n u e d  a n d  c a r r i e d  o n  b y  t h e  r e a d e r .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e  l a s t  l i n e  o f  t h e  P h i l e b u s  i s  
" I  n e e d  n o t  r e m i n d  y o u  o f  w h a t  s t i l l  r e m a i n s  t o  b e  d o n e . "  W h a t  i s  l a i d  o u t  i n  t h e  
s e c o n d  h a l f  o f  m a n y  o f  t h e  d i a l o g u e s  i s  a  s o r t  o f  s p i r i t u a l  o r  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  r e g i m e n ,  a  
s e t  o f  g u i d e l i n e s  f o r  l i v i n g  w e l l  a n d ,  w h a t  c o m e s  t o  t h e  s a m e  t h i n g ,  f o r  c o m i n g  t o  
a p p r e h e n d  a n d  t o  e m b o d y  e v e r  m o r e  t h e  g o o d  l i f e .  A t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  m a n y  
d i a l o g u e s  t h e r e  a r e  i n d i c a t i o n s  t h a t  t h e  d e p i c t e d  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  a r e  g o i n g  o n  i n  t h e  
p r e s e n c e  o f  a u d i t o r s  w h o  a r e  s u p p o s e d  t o  b e  l e a r n i n g  s o m e  d e e p  l e s s o n s  b y  
f o l l o w i n g  t h e  f l o w  o f  t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n s .  I n  c o u n t l e s s  o t h e r  w a y s ,  t o o ,  t h e  d i a l o g u e s  
a r e  c a r e f u l l y  c o n s t r u c t e d  s o  a s  t o  d r a w  r e a d e r s  i n t o  a n  a c t i v e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  
c o n v e r s a t i o n s  d e p i c t e d ,  a n d  i n t o  i m a g i n a t i v e  a n d / o r  a c t i v e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  b o t h  t h e  
g o o d  a n d  b a d  c h a r a c t e r s  d e p i c t e d  i n  t h e m .  
C o n s i d e r ,  t o o ,  t h e  w o r k  o f  A r i s t o t l e .  A r i s t o t l e  h a s  a  b a d  r e p u t a t i o n  t o d a y ,  b u t  o n e  
t h a t  i s  i n  m a n y  w a y s  u n d e s e r v e d .  A r i s t o t l e - b a s h i n g  i s  a  c u l t u r a l  r e l i c  o f  t h e  r e a c t i o n  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w  •  2 3  
ag~inst deca?ent forms of Aristotelianism in the Renaissance and Enlightenment 
penods. It m1ght truly be said that Aristotle's Ethics is, as Alasdair Macintyre has 
called it, "the greatest set of lecture notes ever written." We should note that it is a 
set ?f unfinished lecture notes, with the explicit aim only (1) to help auditors grasp in 
out/me ~hat th~ shape of the good life is, (2) to invite them into deeper inquiry into 
the outline and mto the ways to embody in ever richer ways the pattern of goodness 
sketched in it, and (3) to lay out many of the qualities of soul and of life which provide 
the indispensable conditions for responsible inquiry into the good and for the 
embodiment in action of what comes to be apprehended in course of the inquiry. 
Finally, consider the second part of Thomas Aquinas's Summa Theologica (and 
the whole Summa). Thomas presents it not as a finished system but as the record of 
a vast work of dialectical construction. It records the process and the product of 
mining the endu~ing truths out of the bes~ previous accounts of human goodness, a 
~ark of separating the true and endunng from the marginal, the distorted, the 
Incomplete or misleading or flawed insights in those previous accounts. The ethical 
~arts of th_e_ Summa summarize the best arguments about good living which up to the 
~1me of ~ntmg had been produced. When it criticizes these arguments, it grants what 
IS true 1n them and explains why their proponents came to make what can in 
retrospect be seen to be at least partial errors. But it leaves open the possibility that 
new arguments may emerge which are more compelling or need answering. And it 
requires readers as they read the text to work through the arguments for themselves 
make the distinctions for themselves, and so on. ' 
Students soon find that reading either Plato or Aristotle or Aquinas can be an 
enormously difficult and time-absorbing task. It has never been easy to read these 
texts well, but the conditions of modern life and of the modern university perhaps 
especially discourage the kind of focussed study which the understanding of and 
engagement with these texts requires. Yet I am claiming that overcoming the 
obstacles to reading classic texts well is something every reader ought to work at, 
and that it is a task which every reader must achieve for him or herself. Not only are 
mod_er~ social conditions to some extent barriers to the deep reading of these texts, 
but 1t IS also the case that, as these and many other texts from Gilgamesh and 
Genesis to the tragedies of Aeschylus attest, human beings do not learn except 
through difficulty and suffering. Even when readers have the guidance of a more or 
less magisterial lecturer or interpreter of a great text, it costs them a lot to read well a 
text which was itself produced at great cost, and produced by an artist of genius. 
One way to emphasize the personal cost of the good reading of good books is to 
point out two levels of meaning of the title of my essay: 'The Ethics of Reading'. On 
the one hand, the title can mean that that there is an ethics which concerns the 
qualities of character which are prerequisites for and indespensable conditions of 
good reading. On the other hand, it can mean that there are qualities of character 
which result from good reading. Depending on how one construes the force of the 
preposition of, the title either emphasizes the virtues which go into and make 
possible good reading or the virtues which come out of and result from good reading. 
What are the virtues that go into good reading? One might mention some of the 
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a n d  o f  l i f e  w h i c h  p r o v i d e  
t h e  g o o d  a n d  f o r  t h e  
) U r s e  o f  t h e  i n q u i r y .  
> u m m a  T h e o l o g i c a  ( a n d  
t e r n  b u t  a s  t h e  r e c o r d  o f  
e s s  a n d  t h e  p r o d u c t  o f  
;  o f  h u m a n  g o o d n e s s ,  a  
1 i n a l ,  t h e  d i s t o r t e d ,  t h e  
s  a c c o u n t s .  T h e  e t h i c a l  
: J d  l i v i n g  w h i c h  u p  t o  t h e  
· g u m e n t s ,  i t  g r a n t s  w h a t  
t o  m a k e  w h a t  c a n  i n  
o p e n  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  
n e e d  a n s w e r i n g .  A n d  i t  
1 u m e n t s  f o r  t h e m s e l v e s ,  
o r  A q u i n a s  c a n  b e  a n  
~en e a s y  t o  r e a d  t h e s e  
j e r n  u n i v e r s i t y  p e r h a p s  
~ u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  a n d  
l  t h a t  o v e r c o m i n g  t h e  
a d e r  o u g h t  t o  w o r k  a t ,  
o r  h e r s e l f .  N o t  o n l y  a r e  
r e a d i n g  o f  t h e s e  t e x t s ,  
s  f r o m  G i l g a m e s h  a n d  
I S  d o  n o t  l e a r n  e x c e p t  
g u i d a n c e  o f  a  m o r e  o r  
1 e m  a  l o t  t o  r e a d  w e l l  a  
a n  a r t i s t  o f  g e n i u s .  
i n g  o f  g o o d  b o o k s  i s  t o  
E t h i c s  o f  R e a d i n g ' .  O n  
; s  w h i c h  c o n c e r n s  t h e  
' J e n s a b l e  c o n d i t i o n s  o f  
!  q u a l i t i e s  o f  c h a r a c t e r  
s t r u e s  t h e  f o r c e  o f  t h e  
: h  g o  i n t o  a n d  m a k e  
s u i t  f r o m  g o o d  r e a d i n g .  
m e n t i o n  s o m e  o f  t h e  
t r a d i t i o n a l  c a r d i n a l  v i r t u e s - p r a c t i c a l  w i s d o m ,  t e m p e r a n c e ,  c o u r a g e ,  a n d  j u s t i c e .  
P r a c t i c a l  w i s d o m ,  i f  o n l y  b e c a u s e  i t  r e q u i r e s  m u c h  t i m e  p l a n n i n g  a n d  p r i o r i t y - s e t t i n g  
i n  o r d e r  t o  h a v e  t h e  l e i s u r e  t o  r e a d  w e l l .  T e m p e r a n c e ,  b e c a u s e  s o m e  s a c r i f i c e  o f  
p l e a s u r e s  a n d  g r a t i f i c a t i o n s  w i l l  n e c e s s a r i l y  a c c o m p a n y  t h e  r e a d i n g  p r o c e s s  
( s k i p p i n g  T V  o r  n i g h t s  o u t ) .  C o u r a g e ,  b e c a u s e  m a n y  f e a r s  m u s t  b e  o v e r c o m e - t h e  
f e a r  o f  f a i l u r e ,  t h e  f e a r  o f  r e j e c t i o n  b y  o t h e r s  i n  a n  a n t i - i n t e l l e c t u a l  c u l t u r e ,  t h e  f e a r  o f  
i m p o v e r i s h m e n t ,  a n d  m a n y  o t h e r s .  O n e  m i g h t  a l s o  m e n t i o n  p a t i e n c e ,  f o r  o b v i o u s  
r e a s o n s ,  a n d  h u m i l i t y ,  s i n c e  s u b m i t t i n g  t o  t h e  d e m a n d s  o f  h a r d  s t u d y  c a n  b e  
h u m i l i a t i n g ,  a n d  o u t s t a n d i n g  t e x t s  o f t e n  r e q u i r e  f o r  t h e i r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  
r e c o g n i t i o n  a n d  u n m a s k i n g  o f  v a r i o u s  c h a r a c t e r  f l a w s  i n  t h e  r e a d e r .  W h a t ,  o n  t h e  
o t h e r  h a n d ,  a r e  t h e  v i r t u e s  w h i c h  c o m e  o u t  o f  g o o d  r e a d i n g ?  T h e  s a m e  o n e s  t h a t  
w e n t  i n t o  i t .  T h e  s a m e  v i r t u e s  r e q u i r e d  f o r  g o o d  r e a d i n g  a r e  r e q u i r e d  f o r  g o o d  l i v i n g .  
I s  i t  n o t  o b v i o u s  t h a t  t e m p e r a n c e  a n d  c o u r a g e  a n d  p a t i e n c e  a r e  n e c e s s a r y  t o  t h e  
g o o d  l i f e ?  S i m o n e  W e i l  m a k e s  a n  e v e n  b o l d e r  c l a i m ,  t h a t  s t u d y  i m p r o v e s  t h e  p o w e r s  
o f  a t t e n t i o n  o f  t h e  s t u d e n t .  S h e  w r i t e s :  
T h e  l o v e  o f  o u r  n e i g h b o r  i n  a l l  i t s  f u l l n e s s  s i m p l y  m e a n s  b e i n g  a b l e  
t o  s a y  t o  h i m :  " W h a t  a r e  y o u  g o i n g  t h r o u g h ? "  I t  i s  a  r e c o g n i t i o n  t h a t  
t h e  s u f f e r e r  e x i s t s  n o t  o n l y  a s  a  s p e c i m e n  f r o m  a  s o c i a l  c a t e g o r y  
l a b e l l e d  ' u n f o r t u n a t e ' ,  b u t  a s  a  m a n ,  e x a c t l y  l i k e  u s ,  w h o  w a s  o n e  
d a y  s t a m p e d  w i t h  a  s p e c i a l  m a r k  b y  a f f l i c t i o n .  F o r  t h i s  r e a s o n  i t  i s  
e n o u g h ,  b u t  i t  i s  i n d i s p e n s a b l e ,  t o  k n o w  h o w  t o  l o o k  a t  h i m  i n  a  
c e r t a i n  w a y .  T h i s  w a y  o f  l o o k i n g  i s  f i r s t  o f  a l l  a t t e n t i v e .  T h e  s o u l  
e m p t i e s  i t s e l f  o f  a l l  i t s  o w n  c o n t e n t s  i n  o r d e r  t o  r e c e i v e  i n t o  i t s e l f  t h e  
b e i n g  i t  i s  l o o k i n g  a t ,  j u s t  a s  h e  i s ,  i n  a l l  h i s  t r u t h .  O n l y  h e  w h o  i s  
c a p a b l e  o f  a t t e n t i o n  c a n  d o  t h i s .  S o  i t  c o m e s  a b o u t  t h a t ,  p a r a d o x i c a l  
a s  i t  m a y  s e e m ,  a  L a t i n  p r o s e  o r  a  g e o m e t r y  p r o b l e m ,  e v e n  t h o u g h  
t h e y  a r e  d o n e  w r o n g ,  m a y  b e  o f  g r e a t  s e r v i c e  o n e  d a y ,  p r o v i d e d  w e  
d e v o t e  t h e  r i g h t  k i n d  o f  e f f o r t  t o  t h e m .  S h o u l d  t h e  o c c a s i o n  a r i s e ,  
t h e y  c a n  o n e  d a y  m a k e  u s  b e t t e r  a b l e  t o  g i v e  s o m e o n e  i n  a f f l i c t i o n  
e x a c t l y  t h e  h e l p  r e q u i r e d  t o  s a v e  h i m ,  a t  t h e  s u p r e m e  m o m e n t  o f  h i s  
n e e d .  S t u d i e s  c o u l d  h a v e  t h e i r  f u l l e s t  s p i r i t u a l  e f f e c t ,  q u i t e  a p a r t  f r o m  
a n y  p a r t i c u l a r  r e l i g i o u s  b e l i e f .  ( " O n  t h e  R i g h t  U s e  o f  S c h o o l  S t u d i e s " )  
P r a c t i c a l  w i s d o m ,  w h i c h  c o n s i s t s  i n  k n o w i n g  h o w  t o  c h o o s e  w e l l ,  i s  a n  e s p e c i a l l y  
i m p o r t a n t  v i r t u e  w h i c h  c a n  c o m e  o u t  o f  g o o d  r e a d i n g  a n d  c a n  b e  s t r e n g t h e n e d  b y  
g o o d  r e a d i n g .  
A  c l a s s i c a l  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  h o w  t h e  a b i l i t y  t o  l i v e  w e l l  a n d  t o  c h o o s e  w e l l  i s  r e l a t e d  
t o  g o o d  r e a d i n g  o c c u r s  i n  B o o k  1 0  o f  P l a t o ' s  R e p u b l i c .  T h e r e  S o c r a t e s  t a k e s  h i s  
i n t e r l o c u t o r  G l a u c o n  t h r o u g h  a n  e x p l o r a t i o n  o f  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n ,  o n  t h e  o n e  
h a n d ,  j u s t  h e a r i n g  o r  r e a d i n g  g o o d  l i t e r a t u r e  a n d ,  o n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  i t  
i n  s u c h  a  w a y  t h a t  o n e  i s  c h a n g e d  f o r  t h e  b e t t e r  b y  p r o f o u n d l y  i n t e r a c t i n g  w i t h  i t .  
S o c r a t e s  b e g i n s  b y  e x a m i n i n g  t h e  c r a f t  o f  i m i t a t i n g  ( m i m e s i s ) ,  t h e  c r a f t  o f  p r o d u c i n g  
a n  i m i t a t i o n  o f  a  m o d e l .  H e  m a i n t a i n s  t h a t  w o r k s  o f  i m i t a t i v e  p o e t r y ,  l i t e r a r y  i m i t a t i o n s  
o f  h u m a n  l i f e ,  a r e  l i k e l y  t o  d i s t o r t  t h e  t h o u g h t  o f  a n y o n e  w h o  h e a r s  o r  r e a d s  t h e m ,  
u n l e s s  t h e  a u d i t o r  o r  r e a d e r  h a s  t h e  k n o w l e d g e  o f  w h a t  i m i t a t i o n  r e a l l y  i s  a s  a n  
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antidote to counteract what would otherwise be a distorting influence. To make his 
point, Socrates considers the relations among the following four items: (1) the works 
of craft, the artifacts produced in the act of imitation; (2) the craftspersons who make 
such works and understand the form exemplified and embodied in them and who 
understand the principles of operation made possible by that form; (3) those persons 
who use the artifacts or works of craft; and (4) "mere painters," those persons who 
merely produce imitations of the surface features of the works of craft, who produce 
mere sketches of the works, without understanding the full forms embodied in the 
works or the principles of operation made possible by those forms. Socrates 
suggests the need to think about the relations among (1) to (4) when the works of 
craft in question are (A) literary imitations of human life, works of imitative poetry, 
works of literature, and (B) human actions and/or the character traits expressed by 
and produced by human actions. Plato wants us to notice that when literary 
imitations (A 1) are in question, the craftspersons (A2) correspond to the authors who 
understand the forms embodied in the works and the principles of their operation, the 
users of the works (A3) correspond to the readers who use the works as they are 
meant to be used, i.e. intelligent and careful scholarly readers, and the mere painters 
(A4) are shoddy readers who take note only of the surface features of the work. 
Plato also wants us to notice that when human actions are in question, the 
craftworks produced (B1) correspond to concrete actions, qualities of character, or 
lives (an action or a life is a poetic work of art), the craftspersons (82) correspond to 
intelligent agents who embody human goodness of action and character in the 
concrete material or media provided by their life context, the users (83) of the works 
are the same intelligent agents who benefit from the well-crafted nature of their 
actions, characters, and lives, and the mere painters (B4) are agents who merely 
imitate superficially the good actions of others without understanding the deep 
principles of character and motivation behind them and without doing these actions 
with the right motives, in the right way, and so on. Persistent reflection upon the 
relations among (1) to (4) in connection with writing, reading, and acting generally, 
Socrates suggests in Book 1 0 of the Republic, can take one a long way toward 
ethical and intellectual virtue. 
In closing, I shall make a few bold summary claims. The deep reading of good 
books and the possession and exercise of good morals require each other. The deep 
reading of good books, whether these books are explicitly about morals or not, is 
required for the development of good character. But good character is also in some 
degree a prerequisite for good reading. (This circle is not vicious, since we all have a 
capacity in us to bootstrap ourselves up toward better character and the better 
reading ability which goes with it.) It follows that shoddy reading of even good books 
will prevent the development of good character, and that 'general education' 
conceived as the cursory and shoddy reading of even good books (from anybody's 
canon) ought to be eschewed in favor of careful and accurate reading with some 
degree of scholarly precision. And as Aristotle tellingly emphasizes in his 
Nichomachean Ethics, the worst result of bad character is the agent's increasing 
blindness to the true condition of his or her character, which can often involve 
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full of secondhand c 
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not understand that 
texts by many profe 
moral decline in ou 
seriously by learnin! 
different from our ow 
g  i n f l u e n c e .  T o  m a k e  h i s  
f o u r  i t e m s :  ( 1 )  t h e  w o r k s  
c r a f t s p e r s o n s  w h o  m a k e  
b o d i e d  i n  t h e m  a n d  w h o  
1 t  f o r m ;  ( 3 )  t h o s e  p e r s o n s  
t e r s , "  t h o s e  p e r s o n s  w h o  
r k s  o f  c r a f t ,  w h o  p r o d u c e  
I I  f o r m s  e m b o d i e d  i n  t h e  
t h o s e  f o r m s .  S o c r a t e s  
o  ( 4 )  w h e n  t h e  w o r k s  o f  
m r k s  o f  i m i t a t i v e  p o e t r y ,  
3 c t e r  t r a i t s  e x p r e s s e d  b y  
: > t i c e  t h a t  w h e n  l i t e r a r y  
; p o n d  t o  t h e  a u t h o r s  w h o  
l e s  o f  t h e i r  o p e r a t i o n ,  t h e  
e  t h e  w o r k s  a s  t h e y  a r e  
· s ,  a n d  t h e  m e r e  p a i n t e r s  
~e f e a t u r e s  o f  t h e  w o r k .  
I S  a r e  i n  q u e s t i o n ,  t h e  
~ualities o f  c h a r a c t e r ,  o r  
s o n s  ( 8 2 )  c o r r e s p o n d  t o  
n  a n d  c h a r a c t e r  i n  t h e  
u s e r s  ( 8 3 )  o f  t h e  w o r k s  
! - c r a f t e d  n a t u r e  o f  t h e i r  
a r e  a g e n t s  w h o  m e r e l y  
m d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  d e e p  
t o u t  d o i n g  t h e s e  a c t i o n s  
t e n t  r e f l e c t i o n  u p o n  t h e  
g ,  a n d  a c t i n g  g e n e r a l l y ,  
: > n e  a  l o n g  w a y  t o w a r d  
e  d e e p  r e a d i n g  o f  g o o d  
r e  e a c h  o t h e r .  T h e  d e e p  
a b o u t  m o r a l s  o r  n o t ,  i s  
1 a r a c t e r  i s  a l s o  i n  s o m e  
: > u s ,  s i n c e  w e  a l l  h a v e  a  
1 a r a c t e r  a n d  t h e  b e t t e r  
i n g  o f  e v e n  g o o d  b o o k s  
1 a t  ' g e n e r a l  e d u c a t i o n '  
b o o k s  ( f r o m  a n y b o d y ' s  
r a t e  r e a d i n g  w i t h  s o m e  
l y  e m p h a s i z e s  i n  h i s  
t h e  a g e n t ' s  i n c r e a s i n g  
h i c h  c a n  o f t e n  i n v o l v e  
b l i n d n e s s  t o  t h e  p o o r  q u a l i t y  o f  h i s  o r  h e r  r e a d i n g  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  c l a s s i c  t e x t s .  
T h a t  s o m e  p e o p l e  a r e  b l i n d  t o  t h e  p o o r  q u a l i t y  o f  t h e i r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  c l a s s i c  t e x t s  
i s  e v i d e n t  t o  a n y o n e  w h o  a c t u a l l y  h a s  h a d  a  p r o f o u n d  e n c o u n t e r  w i t h  ( f o r  e x a m p l e )  
w e s t e r n  a n c i e n t  a n d  m e d i e v a l  p h i l o s o p h y  a n d  w h o  t h e n  o b s e r v e s  h o w  q u i c k l y  i t  i s  
d i s m i s s e d  w i t h  a  w a v e  o f  t h e  h a n d  b y  p e o p l e  w h o  r e a d  n o t h i n g  b u t  t e x t b o o k s  s t u f f e d  
f u l l  o f  s e c o n d h a n d  o p i n i o n s  a b o u t  i t .  T h e  i n u n d a t i o n  o f  t h e  m o d e r n  a c a d e m y  w i t h  
m o r e  a n d  m o r e  t e x t b o o k  s u r v e y s  o f  c l a s s i c a l  t h o u g h t ,  o f t e n  w r i t t e n  b y  p e o p l e  w h o  d o  
n o t  u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  t h o u g h t ,  a n d  t h e  c u r s o r y  q u a l i t y  o f  t h e  r e a d i n g s  g i v e n  t o  c l a s s i c  
t e x t s  b y  m a n y  p r o f e s s o r s  a n d  s t u d e n t s  t o d a y ,  i s  b o t h  a  s y m p t o m  a n d  a  c a u s e  o f  
m o r a l  d e c l i n e  i n  o u r  c u l t u r e ,  a n d  c a n  o n l y  p r e v e n t  u s  f r o m  t a k i n g  r e a l  p l u r a l i s m  
s e r i o u s l y  b y  l e a r n i n g  f r o m  t h o s e  o f  o u r  p r e d e c e s s o r  c u l t u r e s  w h i c h  a r e  r a d i c a l l y  
d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  o u r  o w n .  
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